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Multicultural Education
Robert K. Fullinwidert
This essay is written as the Harvard College Class of 1994 begins its studies in the same ivy-covered Yard as 350 classes before
it. Like each preceding class, it is composed of extremely accomplished students ready for an education that will send them forth
into the highest. levels of this country's institutions and professions. That is the continuity. The discontinuity lies in the composition of the Class of 1994. Of its 966 men and 645 women, 317 are
Asian-Americans; 127 are African-Americans, and 106 are Mexican-Americans, Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics. Thirty-five
percent of the class is yellow, black, or brown.' This racial, cultural, ethnic and gender mosaic in the institution most identified
with the American elite bespeaks a new time, a new world, a new
order of things, a fact charmingly and ironically highlighted by the
plaque on the old Anderson Bridge over the Charles River, connecting Harvard Yard and Harvard's playing fields, which reminds
students that "They Should Devote Their Manhood Developed By
Study and Play On The Banks Of This River To The Nation And
Its Needs."
This story of change told by the composition of the Class of
1994 is even more striking when we broaden the picture. In the
elementary and secondary schools of Cambridge, Massachusetts,
the students represent 46 different language groups;2 and in nearby
Chelsea, 70 percent of the students come from homes where English is not the first language.3 Elementary schools in Los Angeles
send out report cards written in English, Spanish, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Armenian.4 Twenty years of heightened immigration, both legal and illegal, have left their mark. The same 20
t Senior Research Scholar, Institute for Philosophy and Public Policy, University of
Maryland. This Article was written while a visiting fellow in the Program in Ethics and the
Professions, Harvard University.
I Class of 1994: Record Number of Minority, Int'l Students Enroll, Harv U Gazette 1
(Sept 14, 1990).
2 Muriel Cohen, Schools Grappling With New Diversity, Boston Globe 65, 75 (July 29,
1990).

3 Id.
4 Id.
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years have witnessed enormous changes in women's roles in society5 and a continuing national effort-sometimes turbulent and
still unfinished-to extend civil rights to African-Americans and to
integrate them into the educational, economic, and cultural institutions from which they have long been excluded.6 These factors
combine to make the classroom-whether at Harvard College or at
Longfellow Elementary in Cambridge-a very different place than
it was in 1960, and confer on teachers and curriculum designers
difficult challenges.
One response to these challenges is "multicultural education,"
a diffuse, somewhat inchoate but very broad movement to make
curricula, textbooks, and teachers sensitive to the cultural, ethnic,
and racial variety of contemporary America. With growing regularity, local school districts are adopting multicultural programs, and
states are developing multicultural curriculum frameworks.' Multicultural education is not unique to the United States. England,
Australia, and Canada endorse it and work in diverse ways to implement it in their own schools.8
Despite the ubiquity of and apparent need for multicultural
education, it remains controversial. The quarrels and tumults that
attended Stanford University's recent revision of its Western cultures courses' reflect the form such controversies typically take: on
the one side, agitation to change a "Eurocentric" curriculum to include non-Western, non-white, and non-male perspectives;1 ° on the
other side, defense of the curriculum against efforts to "politicize"
it" or promote a vacuous "cultural relativism.' 2 The first side

For an assessment of the current status of women's rights in the United States, see
Sara E. Rix, ed, The American Woman 1990-91: A Status Report (W.W. Norton, 1990).
' See Juan Williams, Eyes on the Prize: America's Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965 (Viking, 1987); and Gerald David Jaynes and Robin M. Williams, Jr., eds, A Common Destiny:
Blacks and American Society 103 (National Academy Press, 1989), noting that black participation in major American institutions has increased significantly during this period.
' Cohen, Boston Globe at 75 (cited in note 2); Joseph Kirby, P.G. Reshaping Teaching
Along CulturalLines, Washington Post B3 (Aug 14, 1990).
' See Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, One School, Many Cultures 3841 (United Kingdom), 48 (Australia), 50 (Canada) (Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development, 1989).
o See James Atlas, The Battle of the Books, NY Times 6-24, 26 (June 5, 1988).
1" See comments by various educators in Calvin Sims, World Views, NY Times 4A-23
(Nov 4, 1990).
" See Diane Ravitch, Multiculturalism, 59 Am Scholar 337, 351, 354 (Summer 1990).
"1 See William J. Bennett, Our Children and Our Country 198-99 (Simon & Schuster,
1988).
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speaks of "diversity," "pluralism," and "tolerance;" 1 the second of
intellectual integrity and "our common heritage. ' 14 Proponents of
multicultural education are sensitive to "ethnocentrism" and "cultural oppression;"' 15 opponents worry about losing their academic
freedom and giving in to pressure. 16
This Article describes and argues the case for multicultural
education. Part I offers a broadly acceptable and uncontroversial
statement of multicultural education's goals. Part II addresses
some of the concepts and proposals that generate controversy
about multiculturalist programs. Such controversy arises from
three sources: (1) inevitable tensions within multiculturalism's
aims; (2) debatable views about the best means to accomplish
those purposes; and (3) the infelicitous way supporters of multicultural education sometimes express its goals. Part II touches on
controversies of each type, while Part III notes some additional
concerns arising from the movement for multicultural education.
It is important to separate the general idea of multicultural
education from some of the strategies and programs identified with
it. Critics' quarrels with the latter need not put them in opposition
to the former. Exploring the implications of a policy of multiculturalism may help dissipate some disagreements over strategy and
prepare the ground for more fruitful discussion of those that
remain.
I. THE AIMs AND JUSTIFICATIONS OF MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION
I define multicultural education as the conscious effort to be
sensitive, both in teacher preparation and in curriculum construction, to the cultural, religious, linguistic, ethnic, and racial
variety in our national life, in order to (1) produce an educational
environment responsive to the needs of students from different
backgrounds, and (2) instill in students mutual understanding
and respect. While broad enough to include all those who think of
themselves as multiculturalists, this somewhat inelegant formula
remains noncommittal about several of the divisive issues in mulls Rick Simonson and Scott Walker, eds, The Graywolf Annual Five: Multi-Cultural
Literacy xi (Graywolf Press, 1988); Shaun L. Hill, Learning to Value Diversity, Washington
Post G1 (Feb 2, 1991).
" See W. Bennett, Our Children at 194-95; Jim Sleeper, A Nation Divided, Boston
Globe Al (Oct 14, 1990).
" Michelle Cliff, A Journey into Speech, in Simonson & Walker, eds, Graywolf at 57,
58-62.
16 See Professor Resists Request to Teach Pluralistic Views, NY Times 1-54 (Nov 18,
1990).
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ticultural programs. Moreover, it emphasizes that multicultural education addresses two different audiences, a point that some common definitions do not explicitly state. 1 7 Multicultural education
informs teachers and school officials how to understand their students better and how to teach them effectively. It also helps students learn about themselves and their compatriots, and teaches
them how to live together harmoniously in the larger society. Put
differently, multicultural education has a practical or pedagogical
aim, whose first audience is planners and teachers of curricula; and
a civic or political aim, whose first audience is the student body
itself.
A.

The Practical Aim of Multicultural Education

One cannot underestimate the importance of the practical
aim. Teachers and curriculum designers must be alert to factors in
a student's physical or psychological constitution that impede
learning and should take steps to address them. To take the plainest of examples: a teacher who discovers that a student's imperfect
vision makes it difficult for him or her to see what is on the blackboard can write in bolder and bigger letters. Similarly, a teacher
should be aware of factors in a student's cultural upbringing that
might impede his or her learning. In a school composed of students
from widely different cultural backgrounds, many of the problems
that inhibit a student's learning may arise from a poor fit between
the culture of the school and that of the student. Because a child's
native language, religious observances, folkways, or skin color may
be odd or unusual in the context of the school, he or she may be
scared, stressed, humiliated, or alienated. Teachers and administrators should be alert to such problems and adjust the educational
environment to ameliorate them. Schools can do this by changing
Some other characterizations include: multicultural education "will develop competencies in multiple cultures and provide members of all cultural groups with equal educational opportunity," Christine I. Bennett, Comprehensive MulticulturalEducation: Theory
and Practice 52-53 (Allyn & Bacon, 1986); multicultural education teaches "how to live in
creative harmony within a multicultural society," James Lynch, Multicultural Education:
Principles and Practice3 (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986); multicultural education is "pluralist in orientation and positively embraces a multiethnic perspective," Sohan Modgil, et al,
eds, MulticulturalEducation: The Interminable Debate 1 (Falmer Press, 1986); a multicultural curriculum will reflect a country's "cultural and ethnic diversity and . . . its interdependence with the wider world," Shirley Williams in Gajendra K. Verma, ed, Educationfor
All: A Landmark in Pluralism viii (Falmer Press, 1989); "advocates of multicultural programs argue that America can no longer be a melting pot, and each minority group merits
recognition of its specific history and literature," Cohen, Boston Globe at 75 (cited in note
2).
17
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the perceptions and skills of teachers and staff, changing rules and
routines, and changing the curriculum.
Teachers who are not specially trained may be insensitive to
the problems that many children from different cultures face. A
teacher or administrator may attribute a student's poor learning
and inattentiveness to a natural inability rather than to the constant anxiety the student faces because he or she feels fearful or
preoccupied. Preoccupation may arise out of a student's humiliation at having to undress in front of other students and wear gym
shorts in physical education classes, or out of anxiety about how to
cope with lunchroom meals containing food he or she is loath to
eat. Teachers and administrators alert to the fact that Hindu children are vegetarians or that modesty forbids Muslim and Hindu
girls from undressing in public"8 would not misdiagnose the cause
of poor performance by such students, and could forestall further
problems by changing lunchroom menus and physical education
requirements.' 9 Here, rather obvious problems are at work and relatively simple corrective measures are available.
Likewise, curriculum planners can expunge demeaning stereotypes and caricatures from textbooks and lesson plans, and include
studies of people and places presently absent from the curriculum.2 0 Even minor curriculum changes are important. The teachers, administrators, and academics who write or adopt the textbooks and who choose the subjects and issues taught are
collectively people with a command of the branches of knowledge

10See Bhikhu Parekh, The Concept of Multi-CulturalEducation, in Modgil, The Interminable Debate at 19-21.
1' See id at 21; Philip Walking, Multicultural Education,in Noel Entwistle, ed, Handbook of EducationalIdeas and Practices 82, 86 (Routledge, 1990).
Parekh and Walking observe that even simple measures are often resisted by schools
and administrators. Moreover, resistance may transcend local obduracy. When three fundamentalist Muslim girls were told they could not attend their suburban Paris high school as
long as they wore veils ("hijabs," which cover the face, ears, and neck), the incident exploded into a typically French crise nationale, embroiling the nation in a dispute that set
the country's teachers against the Minister of Education, excited parliamentary debate, split
the Socialist Party, engaged the feminist leadership, provoked Jean-Marie Le Pen (the charismatic extremist politician whose platform is to keep France French), caused electoral gains
by the National Front (Le Pen's right-wing party), and was finally settled by the Council of
State. See Youssef M. Ibrahim, Arab Girls' Veils At Issue in France, NY Times 1-5 (Nov
12, 1989); Edward Cody, France Rules on Moslem Scarf Issue, Washington Post A29 (Nov
28, 1989); Associated Press, Compromise Eases French Dispute on Muslim Veils in Schools,
NY Times 17 (Dec 3, 1989).
30 A second reason for studying people and places presently excluded from the curriculum is to promote the civic aim, mutual respect, discussed in the next section. In the present
section, however, I focus on the practical effect of curriculum change on students' academic
performance.
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-the sciences, the fine and practical arts, and the humanities.
What is included in the curriculum and what is not putatively reflects their collective decision-an authoritative decision from the
point of view of students and parents-about what is important
and what is not." In the case of a public school curriculum, the
endorsement of the whole society stands behind that authority.
This is why the stakes are very high in debates about curricular
content, and why even token or symbolic inclusion in the curriculum is important.
The practical aim of multicultural education, in short, is to
make the school environment and curriculum hospitable to students who come from very different backgrounds and cultures.
When this aim is realized, all students can work at their best, insofar as the school can make possible. Sensitivity to the full range of
culturally-related impediments to learning in a multicultural
school may require teachers and administrators to have a fairly sophisticated understanding of the religions, languages, folkways,
and moral conventions of their students' families. Acquiring such
sensitivity presupposes both an awareness of its necessity and a
commitment to attain it. Part of the multicultural movement's
purpose is to create this awareness and commitment across the
country.
B. The Civic Aim of Multicultural Education
Whereas the practical aim of multicultural education emphasizes the environment in which students learn, the civic aim emphasizes the ideas and values they acquire. The civic aim is to create the grounds for mutual respect among students by teaching
them to understand and appreciate their different cultures and
histories. The natural inclination in people to fear and distrust
what they find alien and strange is tempered by an education that
makes students' religions, languages, customs, and values familiar
to each other, thereby encouraging in students a sympathetic imagination, a generosity of spirit, and an openness to dialogue.
The mutual respect and appreciation arising from multicultural education is part of the broader civic mission of schools to
educate students for participation in a liberal democratic polity.
For a democratic polity to flourish, citizens must be both able and
" This point is made forcefully by Malcolm Stewart, The First Amendment, the Public
Schools, and the Inculcation of Community Values, 18 J L & Educ 23, 26-27 (1989). See
also Parekh, The Concept of Multi-Cultural Education, in Modgil, The Interminable Debate at 20.
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inclined collectively to deliberate-or follow the deliberations-about the common good. For a liberal regime to endure, in
which constitutional constraints protect personal and communal
rights, citizens must be willing to forbear from forcing onto fellow
citizens one proper and approved way of life. For a public to be
able to deliberate, and for citizens to be able to forbear, members
of the polity must possess a certain amount of respect for one another and a certain amount of understanding of one another's beliefs. When the polity is composed of many cultures, much of that
respect, understanding, and amiability concerns cultural matters.
Whatever cultural differences separate them, citizens need to be
able, and to want, to participate in a common "civic culture."
22
Thus, the need for multicultural education becomes apparent.
This description of the core idea of multiculturalism has used
few, if any, of the tag words that are a signature in the multiculturalist literature-"self-esteem," "ethnocentric," "Eurocentric,"
and so on. These words, and what they signify, give rise to much of
the controversy associated with multicultural education. Part II
discusses these terms and the various ideas and contentions associated with them.
II.

CONTROVERSIAL CONCEPTS AND PROPOSALS

Three newspaper reports highlight the typical features of
many multicultural programs or proposals. The first is the New
York Times's reprint of a statement written by Diane Ravitch and
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and signed by 26 distinguished American
historians, stating that they were "gravely concerned" about proposed revisions in the New York State history curriculum to make
it more culturally inclusive.2 The statement endorsed the proposition that "[t]he history taught to the children of the state must
meet the highest standards of accuracy and integrity," and opposed "the politicization of history, no matter how worthy the mo' The revisions that concerned the authors and signers of the
tive."24
" The practical and civic aims of multicultural education are sufficient to justify it, but

a further justification should be noted. Even if students could succeed academically and
become reasonably competent, liberal citizens in spite of school climates of enmity and

prejudice, teachers and administrators ought not tolerate unwelcoming and inhospitable settings when it is possible to make them otherwise. Simple decency requires communities to

make schools as hospitable as they can to every child in them.
Is Diane Ravitch and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., Statement by the Committee of Scholars
in Defense of History, NY Should Teach History, Not Ethnic Cheerleading, Newsday 77
(June 29, 1990).
24 Id.
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statement were suggested in a report to the Commissioner of Education by a task force on multicultural education stating that the
existing curriculum was biased toward "European-American culture"2 5 and a "White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) value system, '2' and had a "terribly damaging effect on the psyche of young
people of African, Asian, Latino, and Native American descent. 2
The second story comes from the Washington Post, which reported that Prince George's County, a populous Maryland suburb
of Washington, D.C., changed its curriculum "to foster something
educators call 'multicultural education'

. .

. [in order to generate]

a better understanding between black students, who make up 63
percent of the school system, and their white teachers, who make
up more than 70 percent of the teaching force . . . and to address
the performance gap between black and white students. 2 8 The

County's associate superintendent for instruction explained that
the curriculum was too Eurocentric, and that students who learn
about their culture "build self-confidence and the ability to learn
because they personalize the information." '
Finally, the New York Times reported that Milwaukee will
create two African-American Immersion schools, designed specifically for black boys.30 One school board member who supports the
plan hopes the schools will "give our kids a good sense of self, a
chance to relate to their identity and culture."'" A white school
board member insists the plan is "educationally unsound" and
'3 2
"morally wrong.

The story's reporter summarized the issue this

way:
In essence, the conflict hinges on whether the ethnic
makeup of schools should determine the subject matter.
If the works of Chaucer and Shakespeare hold little rele'6 The Commissioner's Task Force on Minorities: Equity and Excellence, A Curriculum
of Inclusion iii (Office of the New York State Commissioner of Education, July 1989). See
also Sam Howe Verhovek, New York Education Chief Seeks New Stress on Nonwhite Cultures, NY Times Al (Feb 7, 1990); Joseph Berger, Now the Regents Must Decide if History
Will Be Recast, NY Times E5 (Feb 11, 1990).
" The Commissioner's Task Force on Minorities, A Curriculum of Inclusion app 4 at
12.
" Id at iii.
" Kirby, Washington Post at B3 (cited in note 7).

29 Id.
0 Dirk Johnson, Milwaukee Creating 2 Schools for Black Boys, NY Times Al (Sept 30,
1990).
31Id at A26.
3' Id. See also William Chester Jordan, Segregation Won't Work, NY Times E19 (Oct
21, 1990).
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vance for the typical poor black youngster, should such
works be cast aside? If so, will poor students ultimately
succeed in the larger American culture?"3
These three stories capture some of the terms, assumptions
and programmatic ideas frequently encountered in multiculturalist
curricula as well as in the criticisms of them. Standard educational
fare, according to the multiculturalist, is "too Eurocentric," and
this feature "damages the psyche" 4 of minority students, accounting for the "performance gap" between minority and white students. 5 According to the critic, multicultural programs "politicize"
the curriculum, further exacerbate ethnic and racial divisions
rather than dampen them, and rest on false assumptions about the
performance gap. The following sections explore some of these
terms, assumptions, and ideas.
A.

"Culture" and the Performance Gap

Multicultural education originated in part from the growing
concern by British educators and administrators in the 1960s
about poor school performance by the children of recent West Indian and Asian immigrants.3 The likely misfit between the culture
of the children and the culture of the school clearly may have constituted a large part of the story. To be a brown Muslim Bengalispeaking child in the midst of white Christian England probably
imposed stresses and challenges in learning above and beyond the
ordinary. Multicultural education arose out of conscious efforts by
educators to make schools more culturally hospitable to the children of immigrant families and thereby reduce the performance
7
gap.8
The Milwaukee and Prince George's County proposals to reduce the performance gap between black and white students diverge from this paradigm in important ways. For example, although the Prince George's County school system probably has
African-American students recently arrived from the Caribbean or
Africa (as well as students from Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, China,
India, Pakistan, Mexico, and El Salvador), most of the AfricanJohnson, NY Times at A26.
8,The Commissioner's Task Force on Minorities, A Curriculum of Inclusion at iii
(cited in note 25).
88 Kirby, Washington Post at B3 (cited in note 7).
Walking, MulticulturalEducation, in Entwistle, ed, Handbook of EducationalIdeas
at 83 (cited in note 19).
11 Id at 83-84.
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American students are native to this country, born and raised in
Prince George's County or adjacent Washington, D.C., of families
who have lived in the United States for generations. 8 They do not
appear to differ substantially from their white counterparts in language, religion, economic aspirations, or family values."9 This is
also true of African-American students in Milwaukee.'0
The reformers in Prince George's County and Milwaukee nevertheless identify a "cultural" problem and ask for a "cultural" solution. African-American students, in the reformers' view, need
schooling that is "African-centered," schooling that stresses the
history and achievements of Africa from ancient times to the present.4 ' An "Afrocentric" curriculum teaches that Africa was the
birthplace of civilization and of the arts and sciences that subsequently shaped Greek and European thought.' It teaches AfricanAmerican students about their ancestors' religions, languages, science, medicine, magic, and historical accomplishments, and about
the more recent accomplishments of African-Americans.' 3
The idea of "culture" figures into the Afrdcentric argument in
three different ways: (1) as a condition aspired to rather than
achieved; (2) as a way of dignifying behavior and action; and (3) as
a signal of the deep gulf in understanding between blacks and
whites that needs to be bridged.
First, as suggested above, an imperfect analogy exists between
the circumstances of a first or second generation Senegalese-American child (or Cameroon-American child or Zairian-American
child) and an "African-American" child. The African-American
86An estimated 7000 of the 105,000 students (between six and seven percent) in the
Prince George's County school system were born in foreign nations. Estimate provided by
the International Students Guidance Office, Prince George's County Schools, Upper Marlboro, Maryland. The racial/ethnic composition of the student body is 4 percent Asian, 65
percent black, 3 percent Hispanic, and 28 percent white. Maryland State Dept. of Education, The Fact Book 1989-90: A Statistical Handbook 3 (Maryland State Dept. of Education, 1990). See also Bertha M. Gorham, Enrollment by Race/Ethnic Categories: Maryland
Public Schools: September 30, 1989 3 (Maryland State Dept of Educ, Office of Management
Information Systems, 1989).
39 The differences that exist can take on significance, however; see the text following

note 54.
,0 The 100,000 students in the Milwaukee schools are 56 percent black, 29 percent
white, 9 percent Hispanic, and 3 percent Asian. Information provided by Department of

Student Services, Milwaukee School System. No records are kept on the number of foreignborn students.
" David Nicholson, "Afrocentrism" and the Tribalization of America, Washington
Post B1 (Sept 23, 1990).

, Id at B4. See also Sims, NY Times at 4A-24 (cited in note 10).
48

See Nicholson, Washington Post at B1; and Anthony DePalma, The Culture Ques-

tion, NY Times 4A-22 (Nov 4, 1990).
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child is not African-American in the same way the SenegaleseAmerican is. The African-American child typically speaks no African language, possesses no African religion, plays no African
sports, eats no African food, and wears no African dress. AfricanAmerican culture is American culture that emphasizes long-ago African roots and incorporates bits and pieces (sometimes invented)
of Africana-for example, religious rituals, modes of dress, and
"philosophies."" It is a self-conscious effort by African-Americans
to identify with Africa and its history. To a large extent this is an
effort to identify With race, for Africa itself has no culture; rather it
is a land of countless cultures, religions and languages. An Ethiopian Christian, a Nigerian Muslim, and a rain forest animist have
little in common beyond the color of their skin and a history of
colonial subjection. "Afrocentric studies," proposed as a way to recapture a lost heritage, are as much about creating as reclaiming a
culture."5 The hoped-for African-American culture, once regained,
would be an aspect of Pan-Africanism, which (like Pan-Arabism or
Pan-Slavism, according to their believers) would regenerate and
transform its members."" The first way "culture" figures into
Afrocentric education signifies aspiration as much as fact.
Second, "culture" also figures in the Afrocentric argument as a
dignification of behavior and action. The unstated premise is that
different cultures represent complex alternative ways of solving the
common problems of human life, and so deserve equal respect.
" Kwanzaa, an "African-based" holiday celebrated by some blacks, was invented two
decades ago as a black-nationalist substitute for Christmas. William Finnegan, A Street Kid
in the Drug Trade, New Yorker 51, 75 (Sept 10, 1990). One school celebrates Africa Day
and Family Day as substitutes for Halloween and Thanksgiving. DePalma, NY Times at 4A22.
" Molefi Kete Asante, Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change (Amulefi, 1980),
discusses the development by Maulana Karenga in the 1970s of Kawaida, a "systematic
ideology" in which Karenga "deepened the reliance on [African] history and tradition and
even made tradition by scientifically discovering the elements of a total ideology." Id at 23
(emphasis added). Kawaida was a creation, not a recovery. Id at 25-26. Asante claims his
own ideology, Njia, "builds directly upon Kawaida." Id at 26.
" For a discussion of how the task may involve personal, cultural, and political transformations, see Molefi Kete Asante, The Afrocentric Idea 17 (referring to the works of
Karenga and Semaj), 34 (African consciousness transforms intellectual disciplines) (Temple
U Press, 1987); Asante, Afrocentricity at 4 (the Afrocentric point of view is "a transforming
agent in which all things that were old become new and a transformation of attitudes, beliefs, values and behavior results"); John K. Marah, Pan-African Education: The Last
Stage of Educational Developments in Africa x (Pan-African education perpetuates the
concept of African political unity), 258 (Pan-African education produces a "renascent" African), 264-65 (Pan-African education "mentally integrates" the masses of Africans, "including those in the diaspora"), 266 (Pan-African education will transform the world's image of
Africa) (Edwin Mellen Press, 1989).
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Consequently, to designate some behavior as "cultural" is to suggest that it deserves legitimacy as a different, but not inferior, way
of doing things. In the context of schools, conduct that is "cultural" should not be penalized or be the subject of discrimination.
It is easy to see how either of the two ways in which "culture"
enters into the Afrocentric argument can generate criticism and
controversy. "'Afrocentric" programs may purvey dubious or spurious lessons and grind special ideological axes. Lessons that portray
Moses and Jesus as Africans, contend that the Arabs stole mathematics from the Nubians, and argue for Witchcraft and magic (African) as legitimate alternatives to science and reason (European)
are likely to come under attack as false and tendentious.' 7 Furthermore, the argument that cultural differences imply legitimacy
could result in bogus explanations and unacceptable excuses. The
suggestion that high rates of disciplinary action against black students stem from the failure of white teachers and administrators to
understand that cursing and fighting are part of African-American
culture 48 is unlikely to be accepted easily by teachers and administrators, white and black alike."9
Moreover, the connection between an "Afrocentric" curriculum and improved achievement in school is obscure. First, there
must be more to the story than an alien, "Eurocentric" curriculum
that inhibits minority achievement, since Asian students perform
well despite it.50 The incompatibility between the curriculum and
African-American "learning styles" must be more particular, yet
specific points of friction are seldom identified. 5' Second, talk of
47 See, for example, Ravitch, 59 Am Scholar at 344-45, 347-48 (cited in note 11). Ravitch is incensed by the view of one scholar that "[m]odes of social knowledge such as theology, science, and magic are different, not inferior or superior." Id at 344-45. See also John
H. Stanfield, The Ethnocentric Basis of Social Science Knowledge Production, in Edmund
W. Gordon, ed, 12 Review of Research in Education 387, 392 (American Educational Research Ass'n, 1985).
+ For this argument, see Nicholson, Washington Post at B4 (cited in note 41).
See Marcy Canavan and Rosalind A. Johnson, Suspension of Black Students Criticized, Prince George's (Md) J A7 (Aug 6, 1990) (black and white teachers reject committee
report attributing disciplinary rates to cultural differences).
"oThe 1988 average combined verbal/math SAT scores was 930 for Asian students, 935
for white students, and 737 for black students. Average SAT Scores by Sex and Racial and
Ethnic Group, 1988, in The Almanac of Higher Education 1989-90 22 (U of Chicago Press,
1989). U.S. Department of Education figures giving percentage of high school graduates in
1982 possessing an "A" average in eight subject areas show Asian students leading every
category. Rodney J. Reed, Education and Achievement of Young Black Males, in Jewelle
Taylor Gibbs, et al, eds, Young, Black, and Male in America: An Endangered Species 50-51
(Auburn House, 1988).
11One theorist of African-American "learning styles" claims that black students use
"inferential reasoning rather than deductive or inductive reasoning" and tend to "approxi-
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"different learning styles" for African-Americans and of the equivalence of science and magic might have the practical result of demanding less of African-American students rather than more, further widening-rather than diminishing-the performance gap.
Excusing disruptive behavior, insubordination, and fighting is also
not likely to make African-American students better learners.
In fact, an "Afrocentric" secondary school curriculum that
downplays mathematics, science, geography, and foreign languages,
and that dispenses with strict discipline and frequent examinations, will be African-centered only in a corrupt sense. This curriculum would not provide the school experience received by students
in the better academic secondary schools of Kenya, Ghana, Sierra
Leone, Zimbabwe, and other African countries, where the regimen
tends to be very "western"-standard school subjects, no magic in
place of science, and strict discipline. The "learning style" of good
African students is quite old-fashioned: hard study, routine exercises, and self-control.52 While the connection between "Afrocentric" approaches and improved African-American performance in
school remains unclear,53 it is abundantly clear that African-American male students currently perform dismally in school. In Milwaukee schools, 80 percent of African-American boys maintain less
than a C average; and African-American males account for 50 percent of all school suspensions, though they are less than 28 percent
of the student enrollment.5 4 Yet no one has discovered how to remedy this tragic and desperate situation. If Milwaukee tries African
Immersion schools, its students are unlikely to fare worse than
mate space, number, and time, instead of aiming for complete accuracy." See DePalma, NY
Times at 4A-22 (cited in note 43).
"' Most African children attend only primary schools, which are community-based and
often emphasize practical arts (animal husbandry, public health measures, etc.) as well as
basic literacy and skills. Admission to academic secondary schools, and into colleges and
universities, is typically through a series of examinations. The character of secondary
schooling is "western," of course, because the education system in most African countries
extends the modes of education inherited from French, English, and German colonial rule.
This fact occasions in Africa itself proposals for more "African" styles of education, but the
requirements of schooling for economic advancement in the modern world constrain reform.
See Kenneth King, The Characterof Schooling in Sub-Saharan Africa, in Entwistle, Handbook of Educational Ideas at 213-15 (cited in note 19); A. Asiedu-Akrofi, Education in
Ghana, in A. Babs Fafunwa and J. U. Aisiku, eds, Education in Africa: A Comparative
Survey 98, 106-07 (George Allen & Unwin, 1982); Ahmadou Toure, Education in Mali, in
Fafunwa & Aisiku 188, 194; Onyerisara Ukeje and J. U. Aisiku, Education in Nigeria, in
Fafunwa & Aisiku, 205, 229; and Udo Bude, Primary Schools, Local Community and Development in Africa (Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 1985).
" There is no established body of social science studies in this field.
" Johnson, NY Times at A26 (cited in note 30).
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they do now. While one may question this approach, the city has
few good alternatives.
The third way "culture" enters into the Afrocentric debate is
to highlight a deep gulf in understanding that needs to be bridged.
In the Afrocentric argument, referring to the different "culture" of
the black students speaks to the failure of understanding and sensitivity that white teachers and administrators still bring to the
classroom and curriculum. White teachers and administrators
often still remain ignorant of the history of black people in
America, still retain many stereotypes from our racist past, and
still, sometimes, lack the good will to overcome barriers of mutual
suspicion that distance them from students. 5 These circumstances
impose upon the African-American student the same sort of alienating inhospitality experienced by newly immigrant children from
very different cultures. The relatively superficial differences in
dress, hairstyle, musical taste, and slang that distinguish black students from white take on the same aspects as the immigrant child's
strange folkways, religious practices and skin color. Both kinds of
differences require special sensitivity and commitment by teachers
and administrators. Otherwise, those differences might be turned
against the children and made into vehicles for their exclusion.
The issues surrounding "the performance gap"-how best to
understand and respond to it-focus on the practical aim of multicultural education. Even if all doubts about its practical efficacy
were resolved in its favor, "Afrocentric" education still might be
controversial on the grounds that it disserves the second, civic aim
of multicultural education. It fosters a sense of difference where
there is already too much; it obscures or denies what unites us; it
undermines rather than aids induction into a common "civic culture." These are criticisms of "Afrocentric" education 5 that any
"cultural separatist" educational proposals need to answer.
B.

The Pedagogy of Self-Esteem and Mutual Respect

Related to some of the concerns already discussed is "self-esteem," a more general notion ubiquitous in multicultural education. Teaching children about their ethnic heritage is intended to
build self-esteem, which in turn is supposed to be necessary for
68 On the need for staff development in black history and culture, see Barbara Sizemore, Effective Education for Underachieving African-Americans, in Josie G. Bain and
Joan L. Herman, eds, Making Schools Work for Underachieving Minority Students 49-50
(Greenwood, 1990).
" See, for example, Sleeper, Boston Globe at A2 (cited in note 14).
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both personal achievement and mutual understanding. 7 Sometimes proponents of multicultural education expect self-respect
and self-confidence to accompany self-esteem as crucial byproducts
of multicultural teaching.
Though related, self-esteem, self-respect, and self-confidence
are distinct ideas,5 8 and their frequent conflation by multiculturalists obscures what might be defensible educational aims, such as
toleration and self-reliance. The intuitive idea here is obvious: students lacking confidence in their own powers may perform poorly
in school and students insecure in their social identity may channel
that insecurity into intolerance toward others. Multicultural education, its promoters hope, will combat this intolerance by cultivating pride in one's ethnic heritage."
Behind this superficially simple thought, however, lies much
complexity. For example, shaping a curriculum to help MexicanAmerican students take pride in their heritage seems acceptable
enough, but a curriculum instilling "white pride" seems perverse.
Our asymmetrical reactions to these two instances suggest, at least
in part, that a multicultural curriculum is meant to be compensatory. Its content counters the neglect and denigration minority
groups feel in a setting geared mainly to the interests and expectations of mainstream white America. As noted earlier, being acknowledged in the curriculum is a way of being counted, of being
endorsed as a subject worthy of notice.6 0 For those already secure
that they count, a compensatory curriculum is unnecessary. Note,
however, that while the mainstream in this country might be identified as white Europeans, groups such as the Ku Klux Klan and
the Aryan Nations' for whom "white pride" is a rallying call, atSee, for example, Brian Bullivant, Towards Radical Multiculturalism: Resolving
Tensions in Curriculum and Educational Planning, in Modgil, The Interminable Debate
33, 41 (reporting the common view) (cited in note 17).
" A self-confident person is not held back or disabled by uncertainty about his or her
powers or abilities. A self-respecting person appreciates the duties and rights that belong to
the kind of person he or she is. A self-esteeming person favorably appraises himself or herself. When a student lacks self-confidence or self-respect because she thinks little of herself,

boosting her self-esteem may be helpful. But neither self-respect nor self-confidence are the
same thing as having a favorable view of oneself. A self-respecting person may give little
thought to herself and may carry out her duties and insist on her rights as a matter of
course. Similarly, a self-confident person may feel assured of his or her abilities without
thinking that they make him or her especially valuable or worthy. See Gabrielle Taylor,

Pride, Shame, and Guilt: Emotions of Self-Assessment 70-80 (Clarendon Press, 1985).
" See, for example, Sims, NY Times at 4A-24 (cited in note 10).
" See note 21 and accompanying text.
"1 For an account of extremist groups of this sort, see Kevin Flynn and Gary Gerhardt,
The Silent Brotherhood: Inside America's Racist Underground (Free Press, 1989).
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tract segments of the white population that feel neglected, ignored,
denigrated, and pushed aside by the American establishment,
which from their point of view is covertly influenced by Jews and
foreigners. The ugliness of "white pride" movements demonstrates
that cultural pride has many faces, not all benign, and that a sense
of neglect and grievance can breed a pride that is hate-filled and
chauvinistic. Multicultural offerings may, in fact, help forestall this
sense of neglect and grievance from emerging in various social
groups. Some multicultural proposals, however, may also fuel potentially malignant forms of ethnic identification and pride. Compensatory multiculturalism, therefore, need not be an innocent
affair.
The multiculturalist aim of promoting self-esteem raises more
than the risks attendant on cultural pride. In addition, it risks conflating the goals of self-respect, self-esteem, and self-confidence,
and supposing that improving one's self-esteem will compensate
for lack of the other two. In either case, proponents who frame the
issue of multiculturalism in terms of self-esteem invite confusion
and prompt dissension."2
Relatedly, multiculturalism's pedagogical prescriptions for
producing mutual respect are often thin and superficial. Students
are supposed to learn to appreciate the positive value of cultural
diversity and to acquire "competencies in multiple systems of standards for perceiving, evaluating, behaving, and doing"6 by studying the languages, customs, music, and accomplishments of different groups. One does not, however, become "competent" in a
foreign language by learning a few words and phrases. Likewise,
students do not acquire "competence in a new culture"6 by learn6 Self-respect and self-confidence are clearly important for students to possess, and are

appropriate educational concerns. Self-esteem, however, does not seem to be so clearly a
virtue as the other two, and derives its educational value only from its contribution to bringing them about. An educational regime single-mindedly devoted to promoting self-esteem
may incline students toward the egotism and self-infatuation already natural to certain
phases of youth. Constant and indiscriminate boosting of students' favorable evaluations of

themselves can undermine or exclude the humility that keeps them from being complacent
about themselves, checks their natural vanity, and dampens their tendency to blame the
world-rather than their own feeble efforts-for their lack of success and recognition. See
Taylor, Pride, Shame, and Guilt at 70-80. For these reasons, pedagogical goals in multicultural education framed in the language of self-esteem may invite confusion and dissension.

For a discussion of the dissension resulting from the goal of self-esteem, see Rosemary L.
Bray, Self-Esteem: Hoax or Reality?, NY Times 4A-33 (Nov 4, 1990).
08

C. Bennett, Comprehensive Multicultural Education at 52-54 (cited in note 17), cit-

ing Margaret Gibson, Approaches to Multicultural Education in the United States: Some
Concepts and Assumptions, 7 Anthropology & Educ Q 7-18 (Nov 1976).
" C. Bennett, Comprehensive Multicultural Education at 52-54.
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ing smatterings of its history and pieces of its music and folkways.
A student may, through such lessons, understand that people from
other cultures see the world differently, but not how they see the
world.
Nonetheless, understanding that others see the world differently may be an important first step toward inducing students to
accept the experiences of those who initially seem strange and
weird. It is only the first step, however, and the following steps are
less clear. Many multiculturalists see adding a "cultural relativist"
framework to the study of different groups as their task, so that
students are warned away from "ethnocentric" judgments and are
taught the equality of cultures and peoples. In taking this approach, multiculturalism falls into a particularly distracting set of
confusions, discussed further below. 5
C.

The Charge of "Eurocentrism"

A curriculum will invariably be "Eurocentric" in some sense as.
long as students are taught in English-a European language.
Every language carries with it considerable cultural baggage."
Moreover, the context of learning a language is a particular country and its history (in our case, the United States), and this likewise shapes what the language means. Something as basic as language indelibly colors the entire world outlook of its users.6 7 Any
United States curriculum is also bound to be "Eurocentric" for a
variety of other reasons. First, most of the population in this country is Protestant Christian or Roman Catholic," whose histories
and theologies derive from the Middle East and Europe. Second,
the American colonial and national formation largely reflects polit-

" See text accompanying notes 83-85.
" Consider, for example, the different images, values, and emotional associations the
words "nurse" or "farmer" will call up for an American child, a Mexican child, and an Egyptian child.
67 This fact creates terrible cultural binds for African countries where education, even
at the primary levels, is often in English or French, not the student's home language, and
where, because of the profusion of local languages, education in a "universal language" is
unavoidable. See Bude, Primary Schools at 224-25 (cited in note 52). On European languages in Africa as "mental control," see Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Decolonising the Mind: The
Politics of Language in African Literature 16 (James Currey, 1986).
" Fifty-six percent of the U.S. population identifies itself as Protestant, 28 percent as
Catholic. See Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1990 55 (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
110th ed 1989).
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ical and philosophical ideas drawn from classical antiquity and
contemporary England and France."
Charging schools with "Eurocentrism" means, therefore, something more than the type of Eurocentrism described above. It
means, variously, that students learn little or nothing of the art,
literature, and history of non-European nations; that they are
taught to understand America only through European influences
upon it; that they see the world only from a perspective colored by
European ideas and values; or all of the above. The movement
against Eurocentrism concerns itself with producing more complete, richer accounts of world history and a more balanced treatment of other nations and peoples.
"Balance," however, is often a question of perspective. From
the point of view of the original populations of North America or
Australia, for example, those two continents were not "discovered"
and "settled" by Europeans; they were "invaded" and "expropriated. '70 Similarly, the colonizing activities of Spain in the New
World are of greater significance for the Hispanic populations in
the U.S. than for the non-Hispanic population. Where one account
of things has to satisfy many different audiences with many different perspectives, it will have to negotiate a balance.
There are better and worse ways of negotiating a "balanced"
account. Textbooks and lesson plans can be made more "inclusive," incorporating material on groups previously omitted. Such
inclusion can occur within curricula and texts still dominated by
an overall point of view-though modified by the very act of inclusion.7 1 Educators can also include groups previously ignored by
carving curricula and texts into domains ruled over by each point

Although those ideas were understood and applied in circumstances influenced by

interaction with Native-American people, a curriculum that suggests, as do the New York
state guidelines for eleventh grade history, that the two intellectual foundations of the Con-

stitution were "17th and 18th century Enlightenment thought" and the "Haudenosaunee
[Iroquois] political system" is a curriculum truly keen not to be labeled "Eurocentric." Ravitch, 59 Am Scholar at 346-47 (cited in note 11). Although the framework raises the Iroquois to the level of founding fathers, at least it demurs from insisting that "the gynocentric
tribes of the American continent provided the basis for all the dreams of liberation that
characterize the modern world." Paula Gunn Allen, Who is Your Mother? Red Roots of
White Feminism, in Simonson & Walker, Graywolf at 13, 18-19 (cited in note 13).
10 One educator proposes that Australian textbooks be so re-written. David Dufty,
Remodelling Australian Society and Culture: A Study in Education for a PluralisticSociety, in Modgil, The Interminable Debate 111, 117 (cited in note 17).
7 See comments on the California framework in Sims, NY Times at 4A-24 (cited in
note 10).
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of view. Frances FitzGerald, in her 1979 essay on history texts,7 2
noted the pressure on textbook publishers to represent diverse
groups in American history only as they view themselves: stories of
Native Americans must be from the Native Americans' point of
view, of African-Americans from the African-Americans' point of
view, of women from the women's point of view, and so on.73
Taken to the extreme, this fragmentation of point of view gives
rise, she argued, to the impression that "Americans have no common history, no common culture, and no common values, and that
membership in a racial or cultural group constitutes the most fundamental experience of each individual. The message would be
74
that the center cannot, and should not, hold."
One can easily see how an effort to incorporate competing
points of view into the curriculum can lead to conflict and division,
on both pedagogical and political grounds. Coherence necessitates
integrating these different points of view into some common or
master point of view. Questions regarding what that common point
of view will be, and how different views will be integrated into it,
are inevitably contentious. Furthermore, for extreme cultural nationalists, there is no common history, and the effort to impose
75
coherence is a form of cultural imperialism.
Yet fairly unobjectionable changes can fulfill some of the more
thoughtful goals of multicultural education. Curricula that currently treat Africa, Asia, and Latin America as mere footnotes to
Europe and North America certainly can be expanded to give them
more substantive treatment. Teachers and texts need not trumpet
"Western ideas" as "still the last, best hope on earth, '7' and the
classroom can become a place where a genuine and generous curiosity about the broad world blooms.
Disputes over the "Eurocentric" bias of curricula arise in part
because there is a common, state-imposed curriculum. If each
group were free to form its own schools, qualify its own teachers,
and create its own curriculum, many of the disputes would disappear.17 A nation of private, group-focused schools, however, might

11 Frances FitzGerald, America Revised: History Schoolbooks in the Twentieth Century (Little, Brown & Co., 1979).
"0Id at 102-05.
7 Id at 104. FitzGerald is one of the signers of the statement by the Committee of
Scholars in Defense of History referred to above at notes 23-24 and accompanying text.
71 See comments on the California framework in Sims, NY Times at 4A-24.
76 W. Bennett, Our Children at 201 (cited in note 12).
'7 In the U.S., groups are free to start private schools, but the qualifications of their
teachers and the content of their curricula are generally regulated through public accredita-
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recreate in the whole curriculum the fragmentation and incoherence that FitzGerald detected emerging in history texts.7
The question of fragmentation points to unavoidable tensions
within the idea of multicultural education itself. The civic aim of
multicultural education is to foster among students mutual respect
and induct them into a "common civic culture." This aim is generally explicit in definitions of multicultural education, which is said
to aim at the "twin goals" of social cohesion and cultural diversity;79 to foster respect for diversity within a "framework of com-

monly accepted values;"80 and to teach diversity while expecting
each group to "conform to those elements of the macroculture that
are necessary for societal well-being." 8' Even where this aim is not
spelled out, it is implicit in the idea of creating a society in which
cultural diversity is welcomed and respected. For such a society to
flourish, its citizens must be disposed to deliberate in good faith
about public issues that put different groups in conflict, and there
must be a shared "language of public reason" in which these deliberations can take place.2 Yet the practical aim may lead to the
fragmentation discussed above, and detract from an appreciation
of diversity. Thus, the "twin goals" of multiculturalism will always
remain potentially in tension, and the region of dispute about how
extensive and rich must be the "common civic culture" will likely
remain substantial.
D.

Ethnocentric Judgment

Multiculturalism's enemy is "ethnocentrism." This quasi-anthropological term is misleading and frequently the source of intellectual mischief. One writer puts the multiculturalist ambition this
way: students must be taught to avoid ethnocentric explanations of
others' behavior; they must avoid interpreting behavior from their
own "culturally biased viewpoint." 83 Does this mean that in using
tion requirements and state law. See Mark Yudoff, et al, EducationalPolicy and the Law:
Cases and Materials 40-85 (McCutchan, 2d ed 1982); Tyll van Geel, Authority to Control
the School Program 153-68 (Lexington Books, 1976).
" See notes 72-74 and accompanying text.
" Lynch, Multicultural Education at 3-4 (cited in note 17).
" John Rex, Equality of Opportunity,Multiculturalism, Anti-racism, and "Education
for All," in Verma, ed, Education for All 11, 22-23 (quoting the Swann Report) (cited in
note 17).
6S C. Bennett, Comprehensive MulticulturalEducation at 55 (cited in note 17).
" By "common language of public reason," I am not so much referring to a common
natural language (for example, English) as a common set of concepts and procedural ideals
expressible in any natural language.
81C. Bennett, Comprehensive Multicultural Education at 9-11.
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the standards of judgment they get from their culture, students
should be careful not to use them in a biased way? Or does it mean
that the bias lies in the very act of their judging according to standards derived from their culture?
It is easy to slide insensibly from affirming the first question
to affirming the second and endorsing some form of cultural-cummoral relativism. People should not judge other cultures from their
own culture's viewpoint, so goes the argument, because "there is no
absolute reality, nor is there a universally valid way of perceiving,
cognizing, and/or thinking. ' 84 This path leads to endless and hopeless tangles, which are largely avoidable by multiculturalism's
framing its goals in a more adequate vocabulary.
First, what can "judging from one's culture's viewpoint"
mean? There is a sense-and it is the sense suggested by saying
there is no absolute reality, but only our own ways of thinking and
perceiving-in which we can never reflect and act from any other
viewpoint. If we think of our culture as the total set of values and
standards we have for perceiving, judging, and acting, then any
choices and decisions we make are informed by our culture. Consequently, the relativist's command not to judge others is incoherent,
because it undercuts itself. We will forbear judging only if there is
some standard within our own culture commanding us not to judge
other cultures; but since the injunction says not to appeal to our
own culture's standards, we will be motivated not to act on that
command. In other words, the very circumstance that makes it imperative for us to be nonjudgmental makes it imperative for us not
to act on that imperative.
Talking about "ethnocentrism" paves these incoherent paths,
since this is the language of the anthropologist surveying cultures
from the outside. It is a language that belongs to the description of
cultural phenomena. The "cultural relativist" hopes that by sticking resolutely to such neutral, descriptive language, he or she will
be spared the need to invoke his or her own standards. But the
error in "ethnocentric judgment," when there is one, is not conceptual or factual, but moral. Multiculturalism wants to warn us away
from a vice in judgment, and to encourage a corresponding virtue,
and its ambition is best put within our moral and critical languages, not by taking some external neutral and uncommitted
perspective. 5

Id at 12.

8 For more elaboration than the text offers in the next few paragraphs, see note 86
below.
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Consider this last point further. If in one way it makes no
sense to think of refraining from judging by our own standards, in
another way it makes perfectly good sense. Some of our standards
are regulated by other standards limiting their scope of application. We are to apply the standards to ourselves but are limited in
applying them to others. For example, if we were to see one of our
dinner guests eating with her fingers, or with a utensil in both
hands, we might think her badly trained. The standard our parents
taught us is hold your fork in your right hand and your left hand
in your lap. But if we were to see Britons eating their meat with a
fork in one hand and knife in the other, or Ethiopians eating with
their fingers, we would be incorrect to judge them deficient in any
way. If cosmopolitan, our parents also taught us that our standard
way of eating food does not apply to the English and the Ethiopians. Not only would it be a mistake for us to apply our standard to
them, it also would be an injustice if it led us to think of ourselves
as better than they are. In contrast, we would not accept or countenance a Briton's or an Ethiopian's cruelty to a child or abuse of
an animal, as cruelty and abuse are wrong wherever they occur.
The outcomes for which multicultural education aims are best
described in the language of this example, not in the anthropologist's language. The goal is to make children more cosmopolitan,
less parochial or provincial, fair-minded and accurate in judgment,
and understanding of what our standards really require.
Provincial people are uneasy when confronted with customs
and conventions with which they are unfamiliar. They consider
their own ways of seeing the world as "natural" and expect everyone else, if decent and clean and well brought-up, to see the world
in the same way. They know little of the world beyond their environs and do not care to learn about it. Cosmopolitan people, in
contrast, are sophisticated in the ways of the world, and at ease
among many different kinds of people and settings. They do not
confuse the local with the universal, nor find the inherent plurality
of the world discomfiting and threatening. They welcome opportunities to expand their knowledge.
Cosmopolitan people are at ease with different customs, manners and institutions, not because they lack standards, but because
they have learned to distinguish between practices and their purposes, between conventions and their underlying values. Table
manners, for example, are a small way in which people show courtesy and respect to one another in certain settings. The different
conventions used by different cultures express something com-
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mon-respect-in different ways. The cosmopolitan is flexible
about forms without losing sight of the values they convey.
It is because cruelty to a child or abuse of an animal reflects
an ugly arrogance of power and lack of self-control that we respond
directly and negatively to them even when they occur in other
places. Even here, however, we need to assure ourselves that we are
actually witnessing cruelty and abuse rather than some custom
that is especially harsh when viewed against the backdrop of our
own mild ways, and whose point or function we do not see clearly.
Fairness in judgment requires that we refrain from passing judgment when not well-informed. Humility in judgment requires us to
accept that our superficial and limited grasp of alien cultures is far
short of informed understanding.
When people of different cultures come to live among us, we
should welcome the chance to learn first-hand something about
their customs, beliefs, and values in order to enrich our own lives;
we should be charitable in our interpretations of their ways, and
generous in assuming they desire the same goods for themselves
and their children that we desire; and we should be obliging and
helpful, where we can, in diminishing their stress in adjusting to
us. These are the cosmopolitan lessons we want children to learn
from multicultural education, and they are lessons best described
in our moral language-the language of fairness, humility, openness, and generosity.
Such virtues, even if possessed in abundance, do not remove
the possibility of cultural clashes. We may encounter conduct or
customs that we think are not simply harsh, but cruel and oppressive, and then we must do something about them. Authorities and
teachers cannot, for example, let boys at school strike or humiliate
their sisters, even if gender roles in their families authorize such
behavior to "correct" or "guide" the girls. The forbearance would
signal to some students that they are not entitled to, or are not
worthy of, the protections against assault and public humiliation
the school extends to all other students." Even in this case,

"' "Cultural relativists," having bought into a kind of "anthropologist-point-of-view,"
yet faced with behavior they find disturbing, typically cast about for some statement of fact,

such as that "some cultural practices . . . have been universally condemned at no less a
level than the United Nations," upon which to peg their disapproval of the behavior without
committing themselves to outright moral judgment. But this casting about is fruitless. For
the "universal disapproval" to do them any good, they must endorse it, not just describe it;

they must include themselves within that universe that disapproves. So, in the end, there is
no escaping the necessity to judge. The genuflection to the United Nations is in Brian M.

98

THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO LEGAL FORUM

[1991:

though, there may be something to be said on the other side, and
respect requires that we be disposed to hear it.
III.

ADDITIONAL DISPUTES ARISING FROM THE MOVEMENT FOR
MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION

This Article has offered a general characterization of multicultural education that emphasizes both a practical and a civic aim.
In doing so, it also has set out a more or less uncontroversial rationale for multicultural education, and has taken up some of the
ideas, terms, and proposals often occurring in multicultural writings or programs that lead to controversy. Other areas of dispute
besides those canvassed in the previous section should be noted.
First, multiculturalists propose to substitute "pluralism" for "assimilation" as a cultural ideal in the United States, but neither of
these notions is precise. What does "pluralism" mean? Why is it
praiseworthy for immigrant groups to retain elements of their culture that bespeak contempt for other races or groups, expose their
females to abuse and limited opportunities, or block intercultural,
interracial marriages? Why, two decades after anti-miscegenation
statutes were declared unconstitutional," should we endorse or
prize the cultural equivalents? How is the cosmopolitanism that
seems one aim of multiculturalism compatible with the parochialism that may be permitted by pluralism?
Second, critics of the multiculturalist movement frequently
charge that it "politicizes" the curriculum because of the choices
that need to be made in the process of inclusion." But a curriculum for young students is invariably selective, even without multicultural considerations, and appropriately so for both pedagogical
and political reasons. Educators may omit from the curriculum
controversial topics that inflame passions in the community and
classroom; or include volatile topics precisely to give students practice at open debate of issues that deeply divide and anger them.
Similarly, educators may choose topics that debunk prevailing selfimages in order that students not acquire naive and unrealistic
views of the world, and they may limit their debunking in order
that students not become cynical and uncommitted. A curriculum
Bullivant, The Pluralist Dilemma Revisited, in Verma, ed, Education for All 68, 88-89
(cited in note 17).
"7 See Loving v Virginia, 388 US 1 (1967).
" See Ravitch & Schlesinger, Newsday 77 (cited in note 23); Ravitch, 59 Am Scholar at
337 (cited in note 11); and John Leo, A Fringe History of the World, US News & World Rep
25 (Nov 12, 1990).
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that satisfies these various considerations will have incorporated
numerous choices about inclusion, emphasis and perspective for
reasons having little to do with merely academic or scholarly criteria. The public school has a political mission that the academy
does not. The issue, therefore, is not whether the curriculum reflects political decisions. Rather, it is how these political decisions
can be consistent with preserving the "accuracy" and "integrity" of
the school's subject-matter.8 9 How do "accuracy" and "selectivity"
co-exist? If multiculturalism's political choices are to be taxed,
how, precisely, are they especially inappropriate, irresponsible, or
inconsistent with its own pedagogical aims? What limits does multiculturalism put on political and pedagogical criteria? Does it retain "accuracy" and "integrity" as standards a curriculum must respect? Where does it draw the line on "politicization"? There are
enough hazards here alone to lock multiculturalists and their critics in endless and intractable disputes.
CONCLUSION

The foregoing parts endeavored to distinguish the core idea of
multicultural education from its controversial penumbra, and to
sort out some of the contested views about multicultural approaches. The controversies about multicultural education will
continue to be largely predictable and unproductive as long as the
issues that divide multiculturalists and their critics remain ill-defined and unclear. Seeing through the controversies to the general
goals of multicultural education can help reduce, at least, the zones
of disagreement among educators, public officials, and citizens concerned about their schools. A better understanding of multiculturalism on every side may hasten the day when Harvard's Class of
1994 will seem notable only for its unremarkableness.

*' Ravitch & Schlesinger, Newsday 77.

